The subject matter of this article is widespread idioms originating from folk tales and old legends that once were elements of the folklore of various European language communities but later fell into oblivion. The motifs of these tales survived in currently known idioms of many languages of Europe and beyond and thus contribute to constituting a part of the Lexicon of Common Figurative Units.
NARRATIVES AND FIGURATIVE UNITS OF THE LEXICON
It is a well-known fact in folklore and paremiology that various genres of verbal folklore like fairy tales, legends, riddles etc., on the one hand, and figurative units of the lexicon (i.e. proverbs and proverbial phrases, the latter also known as idioms) on the other, are often inextricably interrelated with each other. Several studies have been devoted to the interrelation between narratives and their "zerograde" truncated forms (German Schwundstufe) in proverbs and idioms (e.g. Röhrich 1960; Mieder 1986) , and the mutual relationship between proverbial expressions and narratives, especially fables, has been a matter of intensive semiotic and inter-textual research (cf. Perry 1959; Permiakov 1979 , Grzybek 1989 Carnes 1988 Carnes , 1991 . A tale in its simplest form can be identical with a proverb, with the relationship going in both directions. On the one hand, stories (particularly fables) have been derived from already existing proverbs, from antiquity up to early modern times. On the other hand, a story in its summarised form can live on in a proverb or an idiom, even if the knowledge of this story has been forgotten for a long time.
http://www.folklore.ee/folklore/vol48/piirainen.pdf doi:10.7592/FEJF2011.48.piirainen It is generally less known that there are various idioms of this latter kind: idioms originating from allusions to folk narrations, comical tales, legends, etc., which once were widespread and well-known across several European languages but fell into oblivion in the course of history. These narratives (i.e. their truncated forms) survived not only in idioms of some individual languages but in almost "similar" idioms of a large number of present day languages of Europe and beyond.
WIDESPREAD IDIOMS IN EUROPE AND BEYOND
Cross-linguistic lexical-semantic "similarities" of the idioms of some languages have now and then come to the notice of phraseology researchers but have not been studied systematically until recently. The similarities are usually explained as contact-induced borrowings from one language into the other. Even more: according to a persistent misconception, the tendency of languages to converge with respect to their idioms is seen as a sign of the increasing influence of the English language in the wake of the so-called globalisation. Whether the uniformity of idioms across different languages is related to the influence of English in our times or has completely different causes can only be determined by means of data gained from comprehensive research on a large number of languages. Some of the results, that emerged from the international project Widespread Idioms in Europe and Beyond, over the last few years, may be regarded as one small contribution in this area.
One of the goals of the project was to identify the core inventory of idioms that exist in many European languages (and beyond) in the same or a very similar lexical and semantic structure. First, a theoretical framework and a suitable meta-language had to be developed (cf. Piirainen 2009 Piirainen , 2010 . The next objective was to systematically discover widespread idioms (WIs) across as many languages as possible. Unlike the cross-linguistic phraseology which usually focuses on two or three randomly selected languages, all European languages accessible to idiom research were included. For this purpose, a network of competent collaborators was established, and questionnaires with potentially "common European idioms" were sent to about 250 experts of various languages. We have received data for 73 languages spoken in Europe, among them 55 Indo-European, 11 Finno-Ugric 1 and five Turkic languages as well as Maltese, Georgian and Basque, including 41 major and 32 lesser-used languages.
It was completely unpredictable which of the idioms would actually be widespread and which would fall short of our criteria. The questionnaires produced about 360 units that are truly widespread across 40, 50 or more languages of Europe and beyond. This set of idioms was then categorised according to their of the narratives, side by side with the proverbial phrases, has greatly supported their wide dissemination. Let us briefly consider the different types of stories which have mainly contributed to the widespread use of idioms, before we will have a closer look at WIs originating from post-classical folk narratives and old legends.
About ten idioms, popular in many current European languages, are rooted in Greek mythology; they are allusions to legends about gods and heroes, events surrounding the Trojan War or the Herculean tasks, as recorded by Greek and Roman poets (to be the Achilles' heel; to sweep the Augean stables; like the sword of Damocles hanging over sb.). Little attention has been paid to idioms originating in other types of stories that have been frequently retold since antiquity, such as the WI (to know) the place where the shoe pinches. It is an allusion to Plutarch's comical tale (told in the Coniugalia Praecepta, ca. 22 AD) about the Roman Aemilius Paulus who was blamed for divorcing his wife, with whom he seemed to have lived happily, and answered "no one knows where the shoe pinches like the wearer".
Various Bible stories, particularly from the Old Testament, contributed to the oldest layer of common European idioms (forbidden fruit; to worship the golden calf; to have feet of clay). Furthermore, several currently well-known WIs are documented in tales of both antiquity and the Bible, which indicates that the phrases were already widely known in the Hellenistic cultural area (e.g. a wolf in sheep's clothing which goes back to Aesop's fable and gained wide dissemination by the Sermon of the Mount, when Jesus refers to a similar fable, Matthew 7:15).
Other narrative sources of common European idioms are fables of the Aesopic type (to strut in borrowed plumes; to enter the lion's den; to fish in troubled waters), fairy tales, which are partly treated as literature (to be a bird in a gilded cage; to run with seven-league boots; an ugly duckling), and post-classical works of world literature (the most prominent WI of this provenance is to tilt at windmills which summarises the gist of Cervantes' famous novel Don Quixote). In contrast to all these (partly well-known) literary sources the traditions of folk tales as foundation of common European idioms have been ignored for the most part.
WIDESPREAD IDIOMS IN FOLK TALES AND LEGENDS
This section deals with widespread idioms that can mainly be attributed to various traditions of folk narration, partly post-classical tales, although parallels in works of antiquity may well exist. These idioms originate from allusions to stories that once were widespread but fell into oblivion. The stories, how-ever, survived in their truncated form in very well known idioms of many current languages. Among the 177 widespread idioms that developed by means of intertextuality, the group of WIs rooted in popular narratives is rather small. We can distinguish three groups, following the underlying type of story, namely idioms that chiefly go back to traditional jests and comical tales, to once popular animal tales and to old myths and legends which resulted in concepts of fabled animals. What the three groups have in common is the fact that not only the idioms are widespread but that the motifs of the tales themselves are elements of the folklore of various European language communities.
For reasons of space short comments on the linguistic specifics of the WIs (their structure and figurative meaning) will be given in smaller type. We will present the full data only for three examples (see the Appendix). In the other cases, we restrict ourselves to a small selection of idiom equivalents across the languages. There is no English equivalent of the idioms (3-4); here the German version will be quoted.
Jests and comical tales
The idioms (1-6) can be traced back to jester's tales and the "topsy-turvy world", where fools try the impossible (adýnaton) and nonsensical things take place. Idiom (1) is a good example to illustrate how the interaction between narratives and old proverbs can lead to the birth of a greatly widespread idiom.
(1) to carry water in a sieve 'to try to achieve a goal by using a totally inappropriate tool which inevitably leads to failure and seems very strange and unusual'
There are diverse folktales that tell the story of a hero who is forced to solve the impossible task of catching and carrying water in a sieve (or a leaky vessel, a basket). This old motif is spread across Europe (cf. Grimms' folktale Master Pfriem, KHM No. 178) and can also be identified in the Greek myth of Hades, where the daughters of Danaos had to scoop water into a jar that had holes in it. Thus, the origins of the idiom lie in a variety of narrations and proverbs that were common throughout the ancient world and the Middle Ages. 4 Equivalents of the idiom as well as the textual sources behind it were spread across Europe in the early times.
The broad figurative meaning given above encompasses several partly diverging aspects. The idioms of different languages vary with respect to the individual aspects of this meaning that they highlight, which may be due to the diverse strands of tradition of the underlying narrative motif. The idioms show some lexical variation in the verb phrase (CARRY and SCOOP) (2) to put the cart before the horse 'to put things in the wrong order or set the wrong priorities, to mistake the effects for the cause, to reverse the right or natural order of things'
Idiom (2) belongs also to the context of a "world turning upside down", where senseless and ludicrous things take place. (3) den Ast absägen, auf dem man sitzt ('to saw off the branch upon which one is sitting'), i.e. 'to deprive oneself of the basis for one's livelihood; to lose out through one's own fault'
The old comical tale of a man sitting on the branch of a tree and cutting it off was well-known since the Middle Ages in many European languages, ranging from Finnish to Greek and from Livonian to Spanish. 6 Idiom (3) is often listed together with other proverbial phrases that express foolish actions harmful to oneself and are reported by Roman authors (e.g. "to knock the bottom out of one's own ship" or "to burn one's own harvesting", cf . Spalding 1959: 77) . The core of this story can be recognised in the rich image evoked by the complex sentence of all idiom equivalents. (4) mit Kanonen auf Spatzen schießen ('to fire at sparrows with cannons'), i.e. 'to use disproportionate means on an insignificant matter; to take stronger action than is necessary to deal with a problem or situation'
The exact origins of this idiom are unclear. Most probably it is connected to old folktales about a fool who tries to kill a fly (flies, bees, etc.) with an unsuitable instrument (axe, cannon, sword or gun) and accidentally kills the person whom the insect had been bothering. 7 In medieval times, similar expressions are recorded for Italian, French and English, where the animal is not a sparrow but a fly (TPMA 3, 296), as is the case in the tales. The idea is that of someone attacking a very small creature with an inappropriately heavy weapon, e.g. with a sword, a crossbow or a falcon, and causing damage.
Our informants have cited variants with the concepts FLY and MOSQUITO for present times, e.g. Dutch met een kanon op een vlieg/mug schieten, West Frisian mei in kanon op in mich sjitte or Spanish matar moscas a cañonazos and Macedonian óáèâà ìóâè ñî òîï, both meaning literally 'to kill flies with cannons', and Finnish ampua tykillä hyttysiä 'to shoot mosquitoes with a cannon'.
8 Most other idioms literally mean 'to shoot/fire with cannons/with a cannon at sparrows', e.g. Swedish skjuta sparvar med kanon(er), French brûler sa poudre aux moineaux 'to fire one's powder at sparrows', Ladin ti stlopetè cun canuns ai spoc, Romansh trair cun chanuns sin paslers, Italian sparare ai passeri con un cannone, Lithuanian šaudyti iš patrankos į žvirblius, Russian ñòðåëÿòü èç ïóøêè ïî âîðîáüÿì, Slovak íst' s gul'ometom na vrabce 'to go with machine gun against sparrows', Macedonian óáèâà ìóâè ñî òîï 'to kill flies with cannon', Hungarian ágyúval lő verébre, Moksha Mordvin êèðüõêñíåíü/îçÿñíîí ëàíãñ ïóøêàñà ëÿöåíäåìñ 'to fire one's powder for sparrows'.
(5) to sell the skin before you have caught the bear 'to count on future benefits that may never materialise; to divide expected profits etc. from a job that has not yet been accomplished'
The idiom refers to an old anecdote that was retold by La Fontaine (Fables V, 20) but later fell into oblivion. It is the tale of two travelling hunters who want to pay for their lodging with the skin of a bear that has been seen in the area but has not been shot yet. Here are some examples: Icelandic selja skinnið áður en björninn er unninn 'to sell the skin before a bear has been overcome', Swedish sälja skinnet innan björnen är skjuten and Dutch de huid verkopen voor de beer geschoten is, both 'to sell the skin before the bear is shot', French vendre la peau de l'ours avant qu'on ne l'ait pris and Italian vender la pelle dell'orso prima d'averlo preso, both 'to sell the skin of the bear before one has got it', Spanish vender la piel del oso antes de cazarlo 'to sell the bear's skin before hunting it', Romanian a vinde blana ursului din pă dure 'to sell the skin of the bear in the forest', Latvian (sa)dalī t nenošauta lāč a ā du 'to share (out) the skin of a bear that has not been shot', Russian äåëèòü øêóðó íåóáèòîãî ìåäâåäÿ 'to deal the skin of the not-killed bear', Slovak predávae kož u vlka, ke ho ešte nechytili 'to sell the skin of the wolf before one has got it', Hungarian előre iszik a medve bőrére 'sb. drinks on the skin of the bear in advance', Estonian laskmata karu nahka jagama 'to deal the skin of the not-killed bear'.
(6) to look for a needle in a haystack 'to look for something that is impossible to find; to be bothered with searching without any prospect of success'
There are many folktales of vain searches for objects. Probably, the idiom refers to one of them, although the story of a fool who is hunting for a needle in a haystack is not as widespread. Grimms' fairy tale Clever Hans (KHM No. 32) tells about a fool who puts a needle into a hay cart. Here we want to point to the Yiddish idiom (Appendix 1) which uses the concept HAYWAGON. There may be a connection with an old proverb (Si acum quaereres, acum invenisses 'Who wants to search a needle, would also find it', reported by Plautus and Menander 238), although the element HAY is missing here.
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The full data reported by our informants are presented in the Appendix 1 below, illustrating that idiom equivalents are remarkably widespread. They exist not only in most of the European standard languages but also in a number of the minor and minority languages and even in some non-European languages. The causes of the "popularity" of this idiom in all these languages are still unclear. It is most probable that the idioms go back to one and the same textual source, although this source has not been established definitely.
Two further widespread idioms belong in the context of "the world upside down" and comical tales. Both idioms have been the topic of comprehensive studies. Therefore, it is sufficient to point to these studies here. The first WI, to build castles in the air 'to make unrealistic plans for the future, to have unfounded hopes and expectations', has several sources; one of them is a folktale, spread Trokhimenko (1999) investigates into the second idiom, wie ein Elefant im Porzellanladen ('like an elephant in a china shop'), i.e. 'behaving in a rude way, causing damage by one's clumsy behaviour'. It may be rooted in tales about a man and his donkey entering a potter's shop, and various proverbs related to this story, well-known in antiquity.
Animal tales
Animal tales are traditional folk stories in which animals act like human beings. Unlike animal fables in Greco-Roman antiquity (fables of the Aesopic type), they were told for their own sake, as entertainment. Fables of the Aesopic type are distinguished by their moralising intention. The purpose of these fables is to illustrate a truth by means of a story. It is for this reason that Ben Edwin Perry (1959: 20ff) considers animal tales and fables two very different forms of art and products of different cultures. In our material there are some widespread idioms that most probably go back to once well-known animal stories, otherwise their wide distribution across the European languages and beyond cannot be explained, cf. (7). The motivation of this idiom may be seen in the observation of animal behaviour: it gives the impression that both animals are constantly arguing. However, the rivalry between cats and dogs is the topic of various once well-known European narratives in which the animals are said to have been friends at one point but certain events have led to their enmity. The story is at the same time an "etiological tale", i.e. it gives account of animals' behaviours, for example "as from now on, cat and dog are each other's worst enemies." 10 The idiom is already richly documented in medieval texts of various vernacular languages (see TPMA 6, 273ff).
See Appendix 2 for the full data. The idiom is exceptionally widespread. There are records for equivalents in at least 68 European languages, among them most of the lesser used languages that we analysed (the Inari Saami idiom was reported as a loan translation from Finnish) as well as several non-European languages. Variants are restricted to the constituent inversion, which is normal for similar binomials across languages, and the choice of verb. 'to stall someone off, letting him/her wait for a (negative) decision; to alternate harshness and leniency in one's treatment of a helpless victim'
The roots of this idiom lie in the observation of animal behaviour: cats tend to play with the living mice they caught for quite a while, letting them go a foot or so away and then catching them again before killing their prey for good. The cat's play with a mouse, its physical superiority, which is set against the intellectual superiority of the mouse, has been the topic of various folk tales (such as the Ysengrimus, among others) and parables that were once widespread across Europe. It has also been present in proverbs since medieval times.
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The idiom occurs in 53 of the European languages considered here. 12 Some informants reported variants with GAME, like Hungarian macska-egér játékot qűz vkivel 'sb. plays a cat-mouse-game with sb.' or Turkish kedi fare oyunu 'cat mouse game'. In the following, the literal translation is omitted for those idioms that mean 'to play cat and mouse with sb.': Norwegian leke katt og mus med noen, Swedish leka katt och råtta med ngn. 'to play cat and rat with sb.'
13 , Luxembourgish Kaz a Maus spillen mat engem, Yiddish shpiln zikh vi a kats mit a moyz 'to play as a cat with a mouse', Welsh chwarae â rhywun fel cath â llygoden 'to play with sb. like a cat with a mouse', French jouer au chat et à la souris avec qqn., Catalan jugar al gat i al ratolí amb algú 'to play the cat and the mouse with sb.', Aromanian tracã, ca matsa cu shoariclu 'to play like a cat with a mouse', Latvian spē lē jas kā kaķ is ar peli ar kā du 'to play with sb. as the cat with the mouse', Russian èãðàòü ñ êåì â êîøêè ìûøêè, Kashubian bawic sã z kims w kòta i mësz 'to play with sb. cat and mouse', Bulgarian èãðàÿ ñè íà êîòêà è ìèøêà ñ íÿêîãî, Albanian luaj si macja me miun me dikë 'to play cat with the mouse with sb.', Greek pa…xw (max…) me k£poion Òpwj/san h g£ta me to pont…ki 'to play with sb. as the cat with the mouse', Estonian kellegagi kassi ja hiirt mängima, Komi-Zyrian øûðöí-êàíüöí âîðñíû êîäêöäêö, Mari ïûðûñ äåí êîëÿëà ìîäàø 'to play cat-mouse', Karaim mač y byla syč an kibik ojnama 'to play as a cat with mouse', Tatar ìý÷å áåëýí òû÷êàí óåíû óéíàó 'to play cat and mouse', Azerbaijani siçan-pişik oynamaq 'to play cat (and) mouse', Georgian k'at'a-tagvobanas tamashi 'to play cat-mouse', Maltese jilg'ħ ab tal-gurdien u tal-qattus 'to play cat and mouse'; Basque katu eta saguaren jolasean ibili 'to play cat and mouse'.
(9) as poor as a church mouse 'very poor, having no wealth and few possessions'
Economy or poverty is the subject of several folk tales in which the protagonist is a mouse (e.g. 
Fabled animals
The roots of the following widespread idioms lie in age-old semiotisations of animals that were handed down through various legends and books on natural history since ancient times. One of the most famous works is the 37-volume Naturalis historia of Pliny the Elder (23-79 AD), a remarkable attempt to summarise all the knowledge known to the Romans at that time. The early Christian canonical compendium of animal symbolism Physiologos (ca. 200 AD), which was translated into Latin around the year 400 and subsequently into many other languages, or medieval beast epics have also contributed to the semiotisations of animals. The legendary behaviours of the phoenix, ostrich, lynx and crocodile were passed on in this way; they led to the formation of proverbial phrases and left traces in today' (11) to hide/bury one's head in the sand 'to pretend a problem does not exist and deliberately refuse to accept the truth about something unpleasant' Idiom (11) goes back to the old mistaken belief that the ostrich hides its head under (one of its) wings (in other versions: in a bush, in the sand) at the first sign of danger, as if it did not want to see the danger. Although there is an observation of nature behind this myth, 15 it is due to the old semiotisation of the bird. Pliny the Elder writes about the ostrich's foolish behaviour in his Naturalis historia (10.1) that the bird imagines, when it has thrust head and neck into a bush, that the whole of its body is concealed. This has later been taken up in the Physiologos (24.3: 259): "when it lays eggs it puts its head in the sand" and other natural history and literary works.
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The three ancient and medieval ideas of the ostrich's fabled behaviour -it was believed to put the head under its WINGS, into a BUSH or in the SAND (12) to be lynx-eyed 'to have extremely sharp, penetrating eyes, good powers of vision' Idiom (12) cannot be interpreted on the basis of today's knowledge about the lynx. The animal's eyes are not sharper than those of other animals of the Felidae family. The legend of the sharp-eyed lynx came into being due to a number of historical "accidents". In Greek mythology, good powers of vision were ascribed to Lynkeus, one of the Argonauts. It is recorded in Horace's I. Epistle (1.28) that he was so sharp-sighted, that he could see through the earth and distinguish objects that were miles away. Lynkeus' name has been connected with the similarly sounding Greek word lÚgx 'lynx'. Again, this semiotisation of the lynx was spread as "scientific" knowledge by various writers: Pliny called the lynx "the most clear sighted of all quadrupeds" (Naturalis historia 8.28) while Plutarch and other scholars added the idea that the lynx can penetrate through trees and rocks with its sharp sight. Konrad von Megenberg praises the lynx's acuity of vision and hearing in his influential Das Buch der Natur (ca. 1350). Christian medieval symbolism connected the lynx with "vigilance, watchful alertness". This symbolic knowledge has almost completely been lost in the course of the following centuries but survived in figurative units like idiom (12). (13) to weep/shed crocodile tears 'to show false or pretended sadness, to display insincere grief; to pretend that one is weeping'
According to ancient legends, crocodiles weep pitifully like a child and shed insincere tears of sorrow in order to lure their victims and when devouring them. There is a physiological background to this: crocodiles make a moaning sound and, after eating, shed excess salt from glands located just beneath the eyes, giving the impression of tears. These legends of crocodiles are believed to be of classical origin. Pliny the Elder and Seneca both give rather fantastic accounts of the crocodile's wiles. The legends were later expanded as "scientific" knowledge across Europe from the Middle Ages onwards (at a time when crusaders became acquainted with real crocodiles for the first time) and the crocodile became the symbol of feigned friendship. In his Das Buch der Natur (ca. 1350), Konrad von Megenberg describes the crocodiles' behaviour "when it kills a person, it weeps over him" (wenn ez aines menschen ertoett, sô waint ez in). The legend appears also in the famous Book of Travels (ca. 1356) attributed to Sir John Mandeville. The proverbial phrase was spread across the European languages by the humanists, by Erasmus, and other influential authors.
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For the full data see Appendix 3. As our research has shown, equivalents of the idiom are extremely widespread. They are known in at least 55 European languages and also in various non-European languages, with nearly the same lexical and semantic structure. The majority of these languages primarily use the nominal phrase "crocodile tears", meaning 'an insincere display of grief, hypocritical sorrow'. While all the standard languages and various smaller languages analysed show quite a consistent picture, only some of the minor languages go their own way. With respect to this very wide dissemination of the idiom, several aspects seem to come together here. The idiom goes back to legends passed on from antiquity, on the one hand, and via other Asian narrative traditions, on the other, into various cultural areas of Europe, Asia and North Africa. However, there has not been any research on the route that the idiom equivalents have taken to get into the individual contemporary languages, whether it was through old traditional legends once well-known in the Indian, Arabic and European areas or based on a more recent layer of borrowing. 
